commissioned film, but as he reveals: "The first location scouting I did on the spot made it very clear to me that it was virtually impossible to recount such a complex reality in a short film." 26 At first he had no camera. 27 He says: "I loved being there with no camera. It allowed me to really get close to the people." 28 He says further:
"Before shooting, the listening takes months and months for me. Friendships often spring from the interaction I have with the characters, because these people live inside me." 29 Dennis Lim argues that this process leads to something very special: "Rosi gets very close to these men and women […] and this intimacy is a hallmark of his cinema." 30 Rosi's filmmaking is about letting a special closeness, an alliance, genuine connection, emerge. If he speaks, in the words of an analyst, about listening, he also speaks about love. 31 He says that in Boatman, El Sicario and Below Sea Level, he "fell in love viscerally, always departing from a place." 32 Concerning his connection to Bus Kenny, he recounts how this allowed Below Sea Level to begin to take shape:
"I fell in love with him for the way in which he described his project, his enterprise:
building this bus seemed to be an accomplishment in his life." 33 He tells Jean A. Gili that he has to find the people he falls in love with (ceux dont je tombe amoureux) before he can go on to make a film. 34 This is particularly marked in the case of Fire At Sea where Rosi's love is strong for his two guiding characters from Lampedusa:
Samuele, a twelve-year old boy, and Pietro Bartolo, a doctor on the island who has been treating migrants over the last twenty years. 35 Rosi first met Bartolo when he was ill with bronchitis. As the doctor told him about his work with migrants on the island, a "mutual understanding" developed. 36 Rosi spends time with his characters, and befriends them, getting close to them. This familiarity allows the characters he films to lose self-consciousness and to be themselves on screen. This openness and trust depends on Rosi's commitment to show something of their truth. His presence and intuition, his receptivity, let the characters be seen in intensity and in their own right. The friendships developing, the time this takes, the mutual feelings involved, mean that the films do more than either observing or organizing reality. More is at stake for the director and for his characters.
The films are involved in and enhanced by all the complexities, longevities, and delicacies of real human relations.
Rosi films for such a long period that he has to be very selective at the editing stage. Rosi's filmmaking requires him to live in the places he has chosen for a very long time, and to make his own emotional investment. 40 In a Q&A at the symposium in Cambridge, Rosi spoke about living on the GRA surrounding Rome for so long, living painfully out of cheap hotel rooms, or in a trailer, on the ringroad, working on this commissioned film, Sacro GRA, and not going home at the end of the day like other filmmakers. 42 Rosi is not at home when he films. Lim says: "Each of Rosi's films delineates the rhythms and workings of a circumscribed world, one that is new to him as well as to us." 43 In these circumscribed worlds, he often looks into domestic interiors, these intimate spaces, permanent, temporary, disarranged, or clean, desirable homes. 44 He respects the intimate space of his subjects, for he is interested in how literal spaces are inhabited and how they hold emotion.
Fire At Sea spends a long time in the desert spaces of Lampedusa charting its flat, dry, terrain, its undergrowth, and its vast, surreal cacti. Rosi's companion is Samuele, the boy with a slingshot, who, alone or with a friend, plays out a series of imaginary games on the island, shooting at the cacti, at birds in the branches, at naval vessels that appear like phantoms of former conflicts. Samuele is seen in interior scenes with his uncle, a sailor, and his grandmother. His parents seem to be missing.
Samuele is an ordinary child, voluble, touching, and also prey to free-floating anxiety, nausea, and a lazy eye that is slowly corrected. The film cuts to Pippo in the studio listening to the same piece of music. 46 This scene is placed after the film's most desolate times, following footage of rescue missions, of people arriving on Lampedusa, of migrants wrapped in towels and in shiny, plastic emergency blankets, fissuring the film. In the last part of the film, Rosi approaches this narrative more fully. He opens the sequence with shots of the ship, the Cigala Fulgosi (P 490), in the light before dawn as its hatch opens and its helicopter prepares for flight. The film shows the time and labour involved in the process, the inhumanity of this charting, the abrupt difficulties in the absence of a common language, yet also the professionalism, the small acts of compassion or practicality. He shows individuals conscious and dressed, and he shows others barely surviving given oxygen, wrapped in first aid blankets. He shows a man with a damaged eye whose tear falling down his cheek is red with blood.
Rosi takes a long time with these sequences, he shows people queuing, waiting. He attends to all the stages of a process, its duration. One man speaks to Rosi about the heat and airlessness, asphyxiation on the boat. This is one reason why so many have died. The naval officers are moving the dead in body bags, their retrieval an obscene copy of the scenes of rescue already witnessed. Rosi's camera is close to the survivors, near their faces, but not intrusive. He also leaves people alone in grief and exhaustion, signalling the enormity and irretrievability of each individual's story.
The rescue workers seem numbed, staring out at the migrant boat divested of its passengers. From the distant image of the boat Rosi cuts suddenly to shots of its interior, the stowage. No face is visible. The stillness is dismal as the bodies prove to be inert in the debris.
A second shot from a different angle reframes the image, seizing the viewer with a sense of lifelessness, of the desperate draping of the bodies one on another. A third framing closes in on the embrace, the arm lying across another person's thigh. Rosi is close to the dead when making these images. He films inside their hell. 48 Then the film cuts to the Mediterranean sea and the water swells in the frame, carbon-dark and malevolent, until the camera itself seems struck with seasickness. The scene is wordless. 49 The waves continue until Rosi cuts to the Cigala Fulgosi, outlined against dark clouds in the sky and a partly occluded sun. Of this sequence, Rosi says:
…to film the corpses and not make it pornographic, to make the audience receive this scene in a state that is different from the one when they see a dead child in the news, averting their eyes, or feeling horrified or outraged for just a few seconds, I had to edit the whole film in such a way as to build up to that scene. The very spectral presence of the migrants on the island, the inaccessibility of their stories, the constant uprootedness, homelessness and precariousness to which they are condemned in an increasingly inhospitable Europe, is revealed powerfully by the film, in part in their very silence, and in the apparent schism between the two narrative lines. Ebiri continues in his review, and I agree, "The breach between these two worlds is part of Rosi's formal and moral gambit." 56 To suggest that the time spent with the locals on Lampedusa marginalizes the migrant tragedy is, for me, to underestimate the film. One of the ways it works to connect its parts is through silent, emotive associations, connections that are overwhelming as the film is remembered in retrospect. These connections I see not as symbolic as Brody does, but as working involuntarily, below meaning and knowledge, through sensation and embodied experience. When Cindy speaks of her return from Vietnam, she discloses that "the psychological part you just can't get over." Lili, the doctor, says that "giving up isn't enough, because you still sit here breathing" and explains her day-by-day approach as one of considerable rigor: "I know I have one more day when I'm not dead in the road." Rosi has filmed Lili's daily rituals with patience and love. She drives in her car to a water hole where she bathes and washes her hair, wrapping it in towels. She puts cream on her legs and then brushes and dries her hair in the car. Ethereal green light from the coating on her windscreen is reflected on her. She tells Rosi that she used to have a beautiful home and a beautiful child. His camera stays watching her as she falls silent. The closeness of death, of suicide, staved off by these rituals, is suddenly clear.
Rosi pays attention to acts of staying alive in the interior spaces he enters in his films. 62 The acts of intimate care in these spaces seem timeless, soothing, and above all, human. They cast a line from Lampedusa to the California desert. But Lili's words lay bare the inanity of these home-making rituals, the numb delay of memory or death they offer. 63 Rosi shows people barely staying alive as they try to look after themselves, and their domestic spaces, in these limit territories. His films stretch to encompass a series of bodily and mental states on an extreme scale between living and dying.
Rosi's painful realism does not inhibit the political viability and urgency of his films. 64 The shift in sense and meaning that they intend is meant to come through viewers' responses to the sensitive images offered and absorbed. Rosi's films look into the shadows. They leave things unseen. They respect their subjects' unknowns and hidden intimacies, while making this respect a condition of the viewer's intense relation to the films. In one interview in connection with Fire at Sea, Pietro Bartolo says: "Every time I have to talk about this I feel dreadful. I don't want to talk about it but I do because at the end of the day I hope that, just as I do with this film by the maestro Gianfranco Rosi, we'll get the message across." 65 In another interview, Rosi insists: "We are all, collectively and individually, responsible for these atrocities." 66 In Below Sea Level, Rosi opens his remit similarly to the state of precarity, to the inner life of post-traumatic living, in a forgotten corner of the contemporary US.
In relation to Fire at Sea Rosi specifies:
The goal of my film is not to inform. We're not lacking data, but they crush our perception and our emotions concerning the real.
[…] The twenty words of a poem, with their blanks, their silences, and the margins of interpretation therein, can tell much more than the 20,000 words of an essay. 67 It seemed an anomaly and a departure in the film festival circuit that a documentary should win the top prize at Berlin, a category usually reserved for fiction films. Rosi himself has said that he doesn't care if he's making a fiction film or a documentary.
His work seems to hover somewhere between the two. Indeed it is perhaps the hybridity of his work that has provoked both the acclaim and the controversy around the films. 12 In a forthcoming article, John David Rhodes explores this aspect of the presentation of Cindy, the Vietnam vet in Below Sea Level, whose trans identity is shown nonintrusively. 13 The political currency of the film needs to be estimated too. As Rosi says to Zonta:
"When I began shooting, people, victims of the American financial crisis began to arrive in Slab City. Lilly was one of the first. Two years later, there were five-six hundred Lillies who had lost their home and job," also in "The Truth of the Moment:
A conversation with Gianfranco Rosi," 18. (In the film, the character's name is written Lili, but it is given as Lilly in this written interview.) But Rosi also refuses to call the people of Slab City homeless and stresses that, for some, living there outside the norms of North American society is a lifestyle choice.
today, need protection are the victims of the unjust wars that are ablaze in the Middle East and which we are collectively responsible for. I am talking about those who are called 'migrants' (a term which ends up making them eternal wanderers).
[…] It is our duty to open our borders, for the law of unconditional hospitality is the first humanizing law of a civilization."
